
Fu Manchu in Africa?
Distorted portrayal of China in Africa

We often hear that China is becoming the new colonial force in Africa. Barry

Sautmann and Yan Hairong examine this fear and argue that this view has more to do

with Western propaganda than with what is actually happening on the ground. It

should be noted that they are writing about mainland China and not about the

operations of other Asian countries such as Taiwan, Malaysia and Korea, which also

operate in Africa and are sometimes confused with China.
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I
magine a person, tall, lean andfeline, high-shouldered, with abrow like Shakespeare and a facelike Satan, a close-shaven skull, andlong, magnetic eyes of the true cat-green. Invest him with all the cruelcunning of an entire Eastern race,accumulated in one giant intellect,with all the resources of sciencepast and present, with all theresources, if you will, of a wealthygovernment... Imagine that awfulbeing, and you have a mentalpicture of Dr Fu Manchu, the yellowperil incarnate in one man.” TheInsidious Dr Fu Manchu (1913).Fu Manchu was a fictionalcharacter in stories, novels and filmsfrom the early 20th century untilthe 1960s. He is what Westernwriters and filmmakers imagined aChinese super-villain to be:  theleader of a ‘yellow peril’ plot toundermine the West and achieveglobal domination. The characterwas first created by British writerSax Rohmer in 1912 when Chinawas a semi-colony controlled bycompeting Western imperialistpowers. He is such a persistent‘super-villain’ that a South Africanfilm production company has

recently proposed bringing himback to the silver screen. In the Cold War era of anti-Communism, the racist portrayal ofChina as ‘the yellow peril’ became‘the red menace’. Today, if Westernelites still see Africa as the miserablenative to be ‘saved’ and ‘guided,’they also view China as a ‘strategiccompetitor’, the ‘China Threat’ thatthe West needs to contain. Westernpoliticians and journalists nowparticularly focus on China’sactivities in Africa. Many of theirstatements and writings give theimpression that China is a colonialpower involved in a “scramble” forAfrica’s resources. China, it is said,also uses Africa as a dumpingground for inferior goods and for itssurplus population. Few of thosewho condemn China’s behaviour,however, compare it to thehistorical or contemporary activitiesof Western powers in Africa.If we do compare China’sactivities in Africa with those of theWest, the image of China as a super-villain doesn’t stand up. Contrary toWestern claims that China’srelationship with Africa is colonial, aclaim echoed by Cosatu in 2005, the

evidence shows that China isneither a super-hero nor a super-villain in Africa. 
CHINA A COLONIAL POWER IN
AFRICA?Modern colonialism has severalcharacteristics. Alien powerssubdued overseas lands, usually byforce. They imposed a rule that wasauthoritarian and based on racialhierarchy. They enriched colonisingelites through the exploitation ofcolonies’ natural resources andlabour. They gave their own citizensmonopolies over trade andinvestment in each colony. Theysystematically dominated everysphere of politics and economy. Inmany lands, colonialism led to de-development. China’s activities in Africa containnone of the features of colonialism.China’s trade of manufacturedgoods for African natural resourcesis often pictured in Western mediaas ‘colonialism’. But trade ofindustrial goods for primaryproducts is insufficient to definecolonialism. If it was, everydeveloped country, no matter howsmall, would be a ‘colonialist’ in its
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relationship to every developingcountry. In fact, the exchange ofmanufactured goods for naturalresources has been a constantfeature of inequality in the worldcapitalist system all over the worldand even within national borders;for example, between cities andcountryside.China is not even the maincountry that exchangesmanufactured goods for naturalresources in Africa. Only seven ofAfrica’s 53 states receive asignificant portion (5-14%) of thevalue of their imports from China.Most of what China exports toAfrica is not the basic consumergoods that are always talked aboutin discussions of China in Africa. In only one African country(Uganda) are basic consumer goodsmore than 20% of what is importedfrom China. According to China’sstatistics, nearly half of Chineseexports to Africa in 2005 were “highvalue added products, such asmachinery, electronic equipmentand high- and new-tech products.”For low-income Africans moreover,Chinese consumer goods are oftenthe only affordable ones. InMadagascar, for example, suchgoods are two to three times lessexpensive than locally-made orother imported goods.China, unlike a colonial power,can hardly monopolise any Africancountry’s trade and investment. Forexample, although China isportrayed as scrambling tomonopolise African resources, its2006 share of African oil exportswas 8.7%, while Europe took 36%and the US 33%. Chineseinvestments in Africa, which aremore concentrated inmanufacturing than those ofWestern states, were in 2006 about$8 billion, of $120 billion in totalforeign direct investment in Africa.Colonialism always involves

political dominance by a state overforeign lands. Although the claim isoften heard, no one has actuallyshown that China dominates anystate in Africa. Take China and Sudan. Westernmedia assumes Sudan is China’s‘outpost’ because China is involvedin its oil industry. Their reportshowever contain little evidence thatsuch development has allowedChina to call the shots. All theevidence points to the opposite. Forexample, in 2003, a Canadian oilfirm decided to sell its interest in aSudan petroleum consortium thatalso involved Chinese and Malaysianfirms. The Chinese company askedto buy the Canadian firms’ share,but Sudan’s government refusedand awarded the share to an Indianfirm. China accepted the decisionwithout protest. Sudan has sinceadopted a policy favouring Indianoil interests in awarding new oilblocks.China is also portrayed as Sudan’sprotector in the United Nations andoften accused of vetoing sanctionsagainst Sudan. China, however, hasnever used its veto with regard toSudan. In 2005, when Chinaabstained on a vote and therebyallowed two sanctioning resolutionsagainst Sudan to go forward, theKhartoum government sharplycriticised China. China supportedsanctions against apartheid SouthAfrica, but opposes sanctionsagainst Sudan because experienceshows that sanctions in no othercase has changed the stance of agovernment, but instead usuallyharm the people of the sanctionedcountry. In Iraq, for example, US-imposed sanctions resulted in thedeaths of about a half-millionchildren. China has, however, playedan important role in persuadingSudan to accept UN troops inDarfur, a role that even the US hasacknowledged. 

CHINA AND AFRICA’S
DEVELOPMENTGrowing out of its own experiencesof semi-colonialism, socialism, andstate-led market reform, China’sapproach to Africa’s development isdifferent from the West’s. In contrast to the neo-liberalstructural adjustment programmesthat Western-led internationalfinancial institutions (World Bank,IMF) imposed on Africa, China doesnot demand privatisation, tradeliberalisation, or the cuts ingovernment spending on socialprogrammes that have so weakenedAfrica’s production of humancapital. China accommodates itstrade, investment and aid policies toAfrican developmental aspirations.Yet, because China seeks to be amajor player in the global capitalistsystem, it also practices many of thesystem’s oppressive features, such asexploitative terms of trade, harshlabour regimes, and friendlyrelations with corrupt andundemocratic rulers.  The World Bank has pointed outthat a major obstacle to Africa’sgrowth is its lack of infrastructure.In most of the continent, locally-made goods are more expensivethan imports, due to poorinfrastructure, such as faulty powerdelivery and transport. China haslong built Africa’s infrastructure. The1970s construction of a Tanzania-Zambia (Tazara) railway is a famousexample of a project motivated byanti-imperialist solidarity, rather thanprofit. Profit plays a more importantrole today, but China still buildsAfrica’s infrastructure at a fractionof the cost Western firms charge.Companies from the West expect15-25% profit rates; Chinese firmsaccept as low as 3-5%.China’s prominence ininfrastructure projects is oftenportrayed as building palaces forcorrupt leaders,  such as ‘showcase’
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national stadiums. Most of whatChina builds in Africa is, however,essential to the continent’sindustrialisation such as railways,telecommunications, power plantsand refineries. In 2006, China’s EximBank provided US$12.5 billion inloans for African infrastructure, morethan all the developed countries’ aidfor that purpose. China’sinfrastructure loans are made at noor very low interest. Thesefavourable terms contrast with thoseof Western banks. For example, in2004 British banks lent US$2.35billion to Angola at about 7%.In building infrastructure, Chinesefirms seldom compete with localcompanies, but do employ locallabour. A Stellenbosch University,Centre for Chinese Studies’ reporton Chinese construction firms inAngola, Sierra Leone, Tanzania andZambia shows that in all countriesbut Angola, 85-95% of these firms’workforces are local. Another studyon large-scale Chinese constructionfirms in Africa found that locals aremore than half their workforces. In South Africa, Chinese firmsgenerally cannot import labour,because this would run against thecountry’s labour laws. For example,at the Buffelsfontein mine, 60 mileswest of Pretoria, where two newly-built blast furnaces are used to turnchrome ore into ferrochrome, thereare only five Chinese among 1 000employees. There are three reasons whyChinese firms make use of Chineselabour in some African countries. 

First, for Chinese managers thereis no language or cultural barrierwith Chinese workers, who are alsofamiliar with the technologies usedby Chinese firms. Such workers areaccustomed to working longerhours and are willing to workthrough local holidays. Chineseworkers are often cheaper to usebecause of their high productivity. Second, there is a lack of skills inmost African countries. While thereis some debate about the skillsdeficit in South Africa, there isgeneral agreement that a deficitexists in engineering and artisanalskills.Third, some countries, unlikeSouth Africa, have no legal system toforce foreign firms to use locallabour.There are often complaints inAfrica about Chinese firms bringingin unskilled Chinese labour, whenlocal people can do such work.Sometimes, however, the ‘Chinese’turn out to be people from otherAsian countries such as Malaysianswho worked on a largeconstruction project in Lusaka. Chinese skilled workers also donot mind doing unskilled workwhen it’s needed, so that some‘unskilled’ Chinese pushingwheelbarrows are actually skilledworkers. The Chinese government urgesChinese firms to hire as many localworkers as possible. Many firmsnow recognise that ‘going global’must involve more local hiring. Theycan also sometimes cut their costs

by employing local workers as therising price of domestic Chineselabour is increasing the cost ofbringing workers from China. China’s trade with Africa has alsocome in for criticism, mainly interms of imports of oil from, andexports of textiles and clothing tothe continent. China, however, takesAfrican oil differently from Westernmultinationals. Shell and other‘majors’ have controlled Nigeria’s oilproduction for a half-century, yetNigeria still has to import mostgasoline that it uses. In Sudan,however, China has built anintegrated petroleum industry thatincludes exploration, production,refining, transport, and sales ofcrude oil, gasoline andpetrochemical products.China scarcely competes withAfrica in world commerce. TheExport Similarity Index, a measureof overlap of value of productscountries export, was 4% for Chinaand the whole of Africa in 2001. The one significant area ofcompetition is textiles and clothing(T&C). Chinese sales surged in 2005with the end of the globalMultifibre Arrangement that haduntil then restricted developingcountry T&C sales. Chinese T&Cexports to Africa temporarilydamaged local industry in Lesotho,Madagascar, Morocco and SouthAfrica. The first three countries’domestic sales and exports havelargely recovered through findingnew sales niches. In South Africa,China imposed quotas on its T&Cexports. This has not restored jobs,but the reasons have more to dowith the informalisation of theindustry and with other developingcountries filling the gap created byChina’s restraints. For Western policy-makers,Africa’s development is about aid,although much of the recently-promised Western aid has not been
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A conference on China-African trade cooperation in Wuhan of Hubei Province

in China in July this year. It attracted 49 trade representitives from 21 African

countries.
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delivered. By insisting that Africancountries use private initiatives andanti-corruption mechanisms toalleviate poverty, Western aid donorsoften discourage state involvement. China, however, supports state-run projects and couples aid withtrade and investment. For example,China provided a no-interest loan torecently build Ghana’s Accra toKumasi railway. Tanzania’s largeUrafiki textile mill, built in the1960s by Chinese, is now a jointChina-Tanzania firm underwrittenby a low-interest Chinese loan thatonly the Chinese partner mustrepay. Profits are reinvested inTanzania, and the factory willeventually be turned over to theTanzanian partner.Western aid programmes areoften economically and politically-tied. Some 80% of United States aidis tied to the purchase of US goodsand services; 90% of Italy’s aidbenefits Italian companies; 60-65%of Canada’s aid and much ofGermany, Japan and France’s aid istied to purchases from those states.Such tying occurs despite a UnitedNations study finding that it cuts by25-40% the value of aid to Africa. China’s aid is indirectly tiedthrough expectations that Chinesefirms will get contracts forinfrastructure projects, but giventheir low bids, Chinese firms wouldlikely get such contracts anyway.Western aid is conditioned on theadoption of (often nominal) liberaldemocracy and transparencystandards, but there are no politicalrequirements attached to China’said, apart from the diplomaticrecognition of China. 

Africa’s development is alsoaffected by migration. Brain drainfrom the continent has slowedgrowth and human development. By2005 between 300 000 and 500 000professionals, including 30 000 withdoctoral degrees, had left Africa forthe West. The half million figuremeant a third of Africanprofessionals had left. On average,each person represented a loss of$184 000 to Africa. African professionals emigratebecause the West offers highersalaries and citizenship, but alsobecause Western-imposed structuraladjustment programmes devastatededucation and the upkeep ofinfrastructure in many Africansocieties. For example, suchmeasures collapsed Nigerianuniversities, leaving the country’s50 000 engineers severely under-trained. Africa, with 14% of theworld’s population, has 24% of theglobal burden of disease. Yet, with1.4 medical workers per 1 000people, compared to NorthAmerica’s 9.9, Africa loses todeveloped countries an average of23 000 such workers each year. China, however, has contributedto Africa’s brain gain by graduatingmore than 20 000 African students,mostly physicians, engineers oragricultural scientists. They plan toreturn to Africa, in contrast to theircompatriots who study in the West.China plans to double annualenrolments of African scholarshipstudents to 4 000 by 2010.
CHINA’S FUTURE IN AFRICAChina’s footprint in Africa is notnearly as big as the main Western

states, but China is set to play alarger role in coming years. Tradevolume has grown sharply in thepast decade, from $3 billion in 1995to $55 billion in 2006. That is about10% of Africa’s total trade(compared to the EU’s 32% and US’s18%). By 2010, it may increase to$100 billion. China thus provides analternative to Africa’s traditionalreliance on trade with the West.Indeed, China’s strategy is to breakthe hold that Western commodityexchanges have on commercebetween Africa and the rest of theworld.Chinese firms are encouraged toinvest in Africa, particularly inmanufacturing and agriculture.There are daily reports of newChinese factories and processingplants opening in the continent. InOctober 2007, South Africa andChina agreed that in exchange forproviding Chinese firms withgreater access to South Africa’sminerals, China would movefactories to South Africa.While China’s medium level oftechnology suits Africa’s needs andtechnology transfer is ongoing, theconsequences of Chinese firms‘going out to Africa’ remain to beseen.The Chinese government canguide the conduct of its state-owned enterprises, which havebeen prominent in investing inAfrica. The political interests of China inAfrica include close relations withAfrican states and building apositive image among Africansgenerally. Growing numbers of smalland medium-size private Chineseenterprises operate on a differentlogic than China’s state-ownedenterprises however. It is moredifficult for China to coordinate itsstate interests with these privatefirms. Chinese scholars are pressingtheir government to be more
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A South African worker packs televisions sets in a factory owned by Chinese.
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proactive in regulating the conductof such firms and individualentrepreneurs. With additional Chinese trade andinvestment comes increasednumbers of Chinese in Africa. In thepast six years, 750 000 Chinese havemigrated to the continent. Theirleading destinations are South Africaand Nigeria. Up until recently,Chinese interaction with Africa waslargely confined to elite circles. Theincreasing presence of Chinesetraders, managers, professionals,skilled workers and farmers createsa wide range of contacts withAfricans. Some contacts are thesource of friction, because of racismor competition in small trade. Othercontacts are valued by Africans.Indeed, Chinese communities inAfrica have produced a greatinterest in China and things Chineseamong Africans. The numbers of Africans in Chinais also increasing. In the southernChinese city of Guangzhou(Canton), there are more than10 000 Africans. There has also beena striking upsurge of interest inAfrica among Chinese.The Western picture of China as a

colonialist scrambling in Africa hasdeveloped out of a longer claim of a‘China Threat’. For the West, thediscrediting of China in Africaserves to contain China as acompetitor. It also counters thenotion of many paths todevelopment. It is moreover anattempt to bolster the self-image ofWesterners as ‘promoters ofdemocracy and good governance’ inthe continent, despite US, UK andFrench support for most of Africa’sundemocratic regimes. Some African intellectuals pointout that attacking China distractspeople from focusing on thecontinent’s subordination within aworld system in which the Westplays the central role. For example,40% of Africa’s privately-heldwealth, most of it attained throughbribery, embezzlement and taxevasion, is in banks in London andZurich and  not Beijing.Faced with Chinese activities inAfrica, some opinion makers take adifferent approach by pressingChina to agree with Westernpolicies for Africa. Because Chinaseeks to ease Western nerves aboutits ‘peaceful rise’, it may

accommodate Western powers.China’s increasing integration intothe capitalist world system willlikely also transform her presentdistinctive approaches in Africa. Whether or not that happens,China’s activities should becriticised. But those who seek tomake China the super-villain inAfrica are engaged in a game that isincreasingly obvious to Chinese andAfricans. Effective critiques are onlypossible by looking at China inAfrica through a comparativeperspective. One that takes intoaccount the whole unequal worldsystem in which relations betweenChina and Africa are taking shape. 
Barry Sautmann is associateprofessor in the Division of SocialScience at Hong Kong Universityof Science & Technology and YanHairong is assistant professor,Department of Applied SocialSciences, at the Hong KongPolytechnic University. Readers arewelcome to contact BarrySautman (sobarrys@ust.hk) or YanHairong (hairongy@gmail.com)for a version of this paper with thesources of information used. 
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The opening ceremony of a wholesale centre in Johannesburg which was developed by a Chinese company

G
u
o
q

in
 W

a
n
g


